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CROSSROADS AND ROADBLOCKS:
EXPERIENCES OF MY FIRST YEARS IN AMERICA

Gustav T. Durrer

In younger years, with youthful optimism, one tends to project the future

on a fairly straight line. Life usually alters that course. Circumstances change,
and we change with them. Events in and around us shape our destiny. Roadblocks and crossroads force us to choose an unplanned route. 1939-45 was such
a time when many lives were drastically changed, due to the dramatic
developments in Europe and the Far East. These events were to alter the course
of my life also.

To America for a Year - August 1939

After graduating from dental school in Berne, Switzerland in 1936, I
practiced for three years in the office of Dr. Steiger in Zurich. Both Dr. Steiger
and my father (a dentist practicing in Lucerne) had taken post-graduate courses
in the United States. Encouraged by them, I decided to go to America for further
studies.
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My application for a year's course at the University of Pennsylvania in
P~adelphia had been accepted six months prior to my departure.

I had

purchased a ticket for sailing to America on the S.S. Degrasse, and one for
returning in _a year on the S.S. Champlain.

Hitler had already occupied the

Rhineland in 1936 and Austria in 1938. In spite of the dark clouds hanging over
Europe, I was optimistic.
How vividly I remember sitting in the train in Paris on the way to Le
Havre, in the beginning of August 1939. The sky was gray and so was the mood
of the people.

The station was crowded. Many had tears in their eyes as they

bade farewell to family and friends. Slowly the train started to move. It was a
very emotional moment, with more tears and sadness. A priest seated next to me
remarked, "Il y a bien des gens que ne se reverront plus." How prophetic he
was!
Through an organization, "Pax Romana," I was able to join a group of
students from all over Europe, sailing on the S.S. De Grasse to America. Several
days out on the ocean, I asked the captain what news he heard on the radio. He
only said, "La situation est tr~ grave."

After 10 days of sailing, we were

greeted by the Statue of Liberty, and shortly afterwards, we landed in the New
York harbor. I was very happy to see my sister and brother-in-law, who had
come from New Jersey to meet me. They drove me up to Fordham University,
where I joined my group from the ship for lectures and then went with them by
bus to visit Georgetown University in Washington D.C. After several days, some
of the French students had already left to return to France for mobilization. (A
few years after the war l bade a final farewell to the S.S. De Grasse when she
was anchored in the New York harbor. She had performed her duty during the
war by transporting French soldiers and was to be scrapped.)
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After the conferences, my sister invited me to Ocean City for a few days
of relaxation on a beautiful beach. To my s~rprise, men were not allowed on the
beach with just swimming trunks. So then I had my first expense in the new land
-- a swimming suit that covered my chest! (My second purchase was a book on
the history of the United States.)

Univenity of Pennsylvania Dental School
On September 1st, school began.

I was now a student again.

My

temporary home was a room near the school. I paid my rent promptly, whenever
I could catch my_landlady sober enough to sign the receipt.
More disturbing news came from Europe.

The German troops had

marched into Poland on September 1st. France and England declared war on
Germany. World War II had started.
Many Swiss had to return immediately for military service. In spite of
being able of body and mind, I had been rejected from service because as a lanky
six-footer, my chest circumference did not meet the archaic army requirement of
measuring one-half of the body height - and no amount of strenuous pushups
remedied this deficiency. Being placed in the classification of "Hilfsdienst" had
always been a great disappointment to me. However, I finally found solace,
when the Swiss Embassy informed me·that this classification allowed me to stay
in America and finish my studies.
Another Swiss, a classmate in Berne, had also registered for the
yniversity of Pennsylvania and came over on the same boat. He never arrived
in Philadelphia. He had gotten sidetracked by a young American whom he met
on the ship. She had invited him to stay with her family on Long Island until
school started. Six weeks later I had a call from him asking me to be best man
at his wedding. It was too late to discourage him from taking a step which he
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might later regret. Indeed, he later informed me, his money had already run out
after returning from his honeymoon. His mother, whom I did not know, wrote
to ask me of his whereabouts. She had not been informed of his marriage.
"I know that Hans has met a girl and I am greatly concerned. I have
heard that American girls are very dangerous for an European greenhorn."
Indeed, in this case, she was right. I forwarded the letter to Hans and told him
to write his mother.
I enjoyed the courses at the University of Pennsylvania. Teachers and
students showed a great deal of understanding and were very helpful to us three
foreign students (a Dutchman, a Scotsman and myself).

At first we were

surprised at the strict control of the students' attendance and performance. Each
student was assigned a seat in the lecture room and after the lecture had started,
the numbers of all empty seats were recorded.
Soon Thanksgiving came around. I enjoyed American hospitality, being
invited by one of the professors to my first Thanksgiving dinner. It was a very
nice experience to be part of a happy family gathering.
A faculty member, Professor Hermann Prinz, took a friendly interest in
me. Being of German origin, he appreciated conversing with me in his native
tongue. He was a most interesting person, with four doctoral degrees to his name
and several textbooks. On Saturdays the school closed at noon, and Professor
Prinz often invited me to his home. After lunch I helped him organize his vast
collection of books in different languages. He had many interesting stories to
tell. While working in Detroit, he struck up an acquaintance with the owner of
a bicycle repair shop that he passed on his way to work. The owner's name:
Henry Ford.
When Professor Prinz heard that I was interested in gaining experience in
X-ray technique in connection with oral pathology, he advised me to start by
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learning photography. This became a very active hobby for me and one that
helped me in my practice. Photographs that I took of dental procedures became
valuable aids for professional lectures in later years.
May 15, 1940. The morning papers screamed the headlines: Holland and
Belgium had been attacked. We were all greatly affected by the news. I was
concerned for my Dutch friend, and I found him in a telephone booth, in tears.
"Had I only followed your advice to have my father open an account in the
United States instead of sending me a monthly check! Now the money is frozen.
I thought Holland could never be invaded. We have our dikes for defense."
As the school year came to an end, I found myself facing another
decision. Professor Prinz had encouraged me to stay in the United States another
year, working as a dental intern and attending as many lectures and dental
meetings as possible. I applied to and was accepted at the Guggenheim Dental
Clinic in New York City. I canceled my return trip ticket on the S.S. Champlain.
(Years later, I learned that the ship was used to transport French soldiers from
Africa to the war front and early in the war had been sunk by the enemy.)
The American custom of students talcing summer jobs solved my proble~
of filling in the time before starting at the Guggenheim Clinic in September. I
found an opening as swimming and tennis instructor in a French camp for girls
in Deer Island, Maine. I took the required Red Cross course in lifesaving and
presented myself to the owner of the camp. She offered me a ride to the camp
in her car. When she registered at the hotel where we were to stay overnight, the
desk clerk assigned us a single room . . The camp owner blushed and quickly
corrected that, "No, he sleeps alone." My duties as counselor were to supervise
the swimming and give a course in lifesaving. In exchange for this I could spend
the summer in beautiful surroundings and enjoy the facilities of swimming,
hiking, tennis and riding. One young bobby soxer asked me why I was not
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married, and I told her that nobody wanted me. She quickly answered, "I think
you would be a good catch."

Guggenheim Clinic and the International House
The Guggenheim Clinic (now no longer in existence) was an excellent
institution which provided dental care to needy children. The children and their
parents were instructed in proper dental care and proper nutrition. It was a good
learning experience for a young dentist and offered the opportunity to attend
many interesting lectures.
My salary was $120 a month, but times were different then. Subways and
buses cost 5 cents, as did local phone calls. By staying at the International House
for students, I could just live on my salary. There I could get a good breakfast
for 25 cents, dinner for 50 cents. A sandwich and coffee at a lunch counter near
the clinic was also 25 cents. I supplemented my salary by giving French lessons
to a Chinese student. Attending lectures and meetings of the different dental
societies added to my professional knowledge.

Also rewarding was the

opportunity to meet students from all parts of America as well as from many
other countries. Speakers from various fields offered interesting presentations on
international subjects. _ We students often received invitations from American
families and, of course, had opportunities to explore New York.
Around Christmas time, Mrs. Carnegie invited us to her house on Fifth
Avenue. The reception was in a huge entrance hall. In the center of the hall, a
large Christmas tree was slowly revolving on a motorized stand. Tea was served
after we sang several Christmas carols, and then each one of us passed by Mrs.
Carnegie and was handed a pencil.
The Rockefeller family (who had funded the International House) invited
me and other members of the student council for a meeting at the Colonial Inn
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nearby. I recall the congenial, informal manner of the Rockefellers. Nelson
Rockefeller, who was sitting next to me, told of his recent visit to Switzerland
and how much he had enjoyed a boat ride on the Lake of Lucerne.
Some of us students decided to go to Harlem to see •Father Divine•. We
had heard about this self-appointed Evangelist, who was said to be God by his
followers. We attended a meeting at one of his so-called •Heavens•. The hall
was filled with worshippers, most of them black. Admission was 15 cents. We
were given a soft drink, spaghetti and some ice cream. Soon Father Divine
entered and the crowd came alive. People jumped up and down, shouting in
unison: "Father Divine! Father Divine!• He went to a podium and began to
preach.
"Isn't he wonderful?" said a man next to me. "Yes," I said, "but tell me,
why do they say he is God?. He looks like any one of us.• Obviously annoyed
by my question, he raised his finger and said, •Now look here, fellow. You had
a drink, dinner and dessert. You paid only 15 cents. Now who else but God can
do this?"
After the talk, several followers approached the podium and gave
testimony to the influence of Father Divine in their lives.

I remember

particularly a white man who confessed, with tears in his eyes, that he had been
caught in the web of a very bad woman until Father Divine straightened him out,
and now he was a happy man! We left the meeting with a whole new image of
God.
One evening after working in the_clinic, I noticed little red spots all over
my body. The attending nurse at the International House called the doctor, who
diagnosed German measles.

One of the children I had treated had obviously

given me a souvenir. The doctor ordered that I be isolated and hospitalized
immediately, but the kind nurse finally convinced him to let me stay in my room
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overnight. :Early next morning, a voluptuous nurse with flaming red hair woke
me up, informing me that the ambulance was waiting. This antiquated vehicle
brought me downtown to the Willard Parker Hospital for Infectious Diseases
(now no longer in existence). The driver jingled some bells as we went crawling
through the red lights. I thought it rather amusing, as my condition certainly was
not an emergency.
At the hospital I was put on a stretcher and pushed down a long corridor.
I was carefully covered as if I had the pestilence and when I peeked out from
under the sheet, was scolded and quickly covered again. An elevator brought us
to the top floor.

I suddenly heard children crying and found myself in the

children's ward. The doctor's first question to me was if I ever had scarlet fever.
When I denied this, he said, "You better get the hell out of here, otherwise you'll
get that, too!" Mrs. McNaughten, the house mother of the International House,
sent me a beautiful bouquet of flowers, which I found very thoughtful, but was
rather surprised at all the fuss over some red spots. After a few days I was
released (without scarlet fever) and returned to the International House by
subway.

A Telegram a,µl a Memorable Elevator Ride
For some time during the war, correspondence to and from Switzerland
was cut off, but I had been notified by telegram that my father was seriously ill.
One night, a week later, there was a knock on my door and a second telegram
was handed to me. Without opening it, I sensed its contents: my father had
passed away. Escalation of the war had made returning to Switzerland virtually
impossible, but now, with both parents gone (my mother had died when I was 3
years old), home seemed even farther away.
I had already applied to Harvard Dental School for a year of post-graduate
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study.

After that year, would I return to Switzerland or possibly start my

practice in America? Again, my life came to a new turn, this time through Dr.
Irving Hardy, a well-known dentist practicing in New York City. I had met him
at one of the dental meetings and later again when he taught a course at the
Guggenheim Clinic.

I assisted him with his lectures and we became better

acquainted.

It was just at this time of uncertainty in my life that Dr. Hardy invited me
for lunch. We had just stepped into the elevator from his office on the 22nd floor
at Rockefeller Center, when he asked me if I would consider staying in America
and coming to practice with him in his office. I later learned that his proposal
did not come on the spur of the moment; he had made inquiries about my
credentials. Also, I had previously been a weekend guest at his home on Long
Island, and much later when I asked him if I had been invited in order to get his
wife's opinion of me, he smiled and said, "Well, women are often much better
judges of people." This was a unique opportunity to me, as Dr. Hardy was a
well-known and highly respected professional. By the time the elevator reached
the first floor, my mind was made up.

"It will take a year before I can be

ready," I told him. Since I was here on a student's visa, I would have to apply
for immigration papers.

I would have to take the New York State Board

Examinations, and spend one more year in a dental school in America in order
to qualify for these exams. Dr. Hardy said, "I will wait. Try to be ready in a
year."

Harvard - 1940-41

Next, I found myself at Harvard, once more a student. Besides the postgraduate courses, which I enjoyed very much, I greatly appreciated the cultural
side of Boston, often attending concerts and visiting the museums.
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Again, fate had been kind to me. A young woman at the International
House in New York had given me the name of a friend of hers in Boston. From
this introduction I frequently enjoyed the warm hospitality of the Vanderhoof
family. By chance, Mr. Vanderhoof was a lawyer and through his contacts I was
able to get my immigration and citizenship papers fairly soon.
One Sunday I was with several other guests at the Vanderhoofs when their
son arrived home. He burst into the room, announcing •we are at war! Pearl
Harbor has been bombed by the Japanese!• That was December 7, 1941.

State Boards and Practice - for a Whlle
Soon that year came to an end and I returned to New York to take the
State Board Exams, again staying ~t the International House. It took a full week
of exams, from morning until late afternoon. After about three weeks of anxious
waiting, I was informed that I had passed, and was ready to start practice with
Dr. Hardy at his office in Rockefeller Center.

I felt myself indeed very

fortunate. Dr. Hardy was an outstanding professional and at the same time a
warm, compassionate person. I enjoyed a close relationship with him.
As a Quaker, Dr. Hardy had wanted to help with treatment in a camp for
conscientious objectors in New Hampshire, but with his busy practice this would
have been very difficult for him. He was relieved when I offered to serve in his
place.

Then, a few months after my return to his office, a new roadblock

appeared: a letter from the local draft board, in Harlem. "Greetings from your
neighbors," it started. I had been chosen to serve in the U.S. Army! Since I was
not yet a citizen, I had the option to refuse, but would have to forfeit the
possibility of ever becoming a citizen of the United States. Likewise, if I would
not have obtained my citizenship within six years, my dental license would
become invalid. All roads led to the Army.
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I reported to the Army induction center.

The examination began.

Standing in my birthday suit and carrying all my clothes in a wire basket, I as
instructed to follow the white line. At the first station, a chest x-ray was taken
as well as blood and urine samples. The line then led me from one specialist to
the next, until all parts of my anatomy had been inspected. By the time I reached
the end of the line, the results of the tests had already been recorded. I marveled
at the expediency and organi7.ation.
While waiting for my orders, I was advised to apply for a commission so
that I could work in my profession as an officer.

I _found my way to the

Procurement and Assignment Office. The Colonel in charge bawled me out for
not having applied for a commission before getting the physical examination. He
stormed out of the room. His very nice secretary told me not to worry, he was
now raising hell. "You have the worst local Board and they are always giving
him trouble. They always induct professional men ·as privates." My induction
papers were held up until I was cleared by 02 (Army Intelligence), but after a
few months I received orders to report to Baltimore, Maryland in uniform as a
1st Lieutenant. The Colol)el ·there looked at my papers and remarked: "You
have a good training. We will change your orders from Chenango to Aberdeen
Proving Grounds in Maryland," a permanent Army ordnance post.

Aberdeen Proving Grounds and Citizenship
I reported to Aberdeen wearing a uniform that I had purchased at
Finchley's in New York. A family friend from Lucerne, Harry Goldlin, was
with me when I bought the uniform. On his insistence, I had chosen the very

best of material and the all-knowing salesman had stipulated how the insignias
were to be placed. The Major who received me at Aberdeen took me aside,
saying, "Take off that jacket and let me set your insignias properly before I
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introduce you to the staff."
Aberdeen was a long established institution that extended over many miles.
In a highly restricted area, weapons of all types were tested. A reconstructed
fortress of the Siegfried Line was bombed from planes and blasted by gunfire.
In another area there was a huge museum that contained an arsenal of weapons
and tanks, mostly captured material, but there was also a tremendous Russian
tank that dwarfed all the others.
Medical personnel usually does not carry weapons. However, in the camp
the medical corps received training in rifle and pistol shooting, learning to crawl
out of ditches and cover a certain distance under barbed wire while machine guns
were firing over our heads. This was quite an experience.
For recreation, we enjoyed swimming on the nearby ocean front. Playing
soccer was the favorite pastime of Brazilian soldiers training at the camp -besides visiting the post office, which was run by several nice young ladies.
Whenever a pretty face appeared at the window, it seemed that the whole
Brazilian army was assembled there.
A very nice lady attended me once when I donated blood for the Red
Cross. As I was leaving the Blood Bank, she came running after me and invited
me for dinner to meet her husband, a Major in the Ordnance Corps. During my
stay at Aberdeen I was often invited to their home at the camp. Major Cooper
was later transferred to the Italian war theater. After the war when I was back
in New York, he and his wife often came to visit me from Philadelphia. He had
survived the war, but one time when he was flying his private plane to Florida
with his wife, they disappeared. After two weeks of searching by the Army and
Navy, no trace of them or the plane was found. I had lost two very dear friends.
During my stay at Aberdeen I had some very interesting dental cases and
published some papers. One day I saw the name "Wirz" on the chart of a new
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patient. Nativity: Switzerland. He was already sitting in the dental chair when
I approached him and said in Swiss German:

"So, Wirz, Mach s'Muul ufl"

(open your mouth). In amazement, his jaw fell open: "How did you know ... "
Before he could finish his sentence, I told him that I could just tell by looking at
him.

Some time later, I was called to the post office and handed a rather

odiferous package from Wisconsin, sent by a Mrs. Ramseyer. Well, Wirz had
written home to the village where he came from that he was being treated in the
camp by a Swiss dentist. For many mornings Mrs. Ramseyer' s.cheese brightened
my breakfast and that of the officers with whom it was shared.
While in Aberdeen, I received my citizenship papers at a .ceremony in
Baltimore. By that time I had been promoted to Captain, and I was the only
·officer in a large group of soldiers to be sworn in. The judge gave a very
impressive message to us.

"You are now American citizens.

Your loyalty

belongs to this country but that doesn't mean that you must forget or discard the
roots from which you have come."
Soon I received orders to be transferring to Shenango, the overseas staging
area to which I was originally assigned. It was rumored to have the unfortunate
Indian name meaning "Valley of No Return"!

A group with the same SOS

number was being trained for tropical warfare, equipped with mosquito nets, gas
masks, etc. - so we deduced that our group would be sent to· a tropical climate
-- but where?
Because of the constant change of the war theater, overseas transfer was
delayed, and.I was given a two-week leave. I went to Washington, D.C. to visit
a school friend, Dr. Fritz Real, who was attached to the Swiss Legation. At a
cocktail party which he gave, I was introduced to a Colonel Rene Juchli, an
American medical officer of Swiss origin. This chance meeting again changed
the course of my life. Colonel Juchli was in charge of the American Army
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hospitals and clinics for prisoners of war in need of medical attention. He was
having difficulty in finding American officers that could speak German. "I need
you for my unit. Come to my office tomorrow,• he said.
The next day, after reporting to his office, we went to the Pentagon.
There I was introduced to several Generals, with Colonel Juchli saying, "This
man is being sent to the tropics, and I am looking everywhere for people who
speak German. I want him with me.• My orders were changed.

Tullahoma, Tennessee
However, the hospital which Colonel Juchli was to open in Frankfort was
not yet ready, so I was sent to a General Hospital in Camp Forrest, Tullahoma,
Tennessee.

This was a former parachute training camp, transformed into a

general hospital for German prisoners.

Boats transporting American soldiers

overseas returned with prisoners, who were then brought to the camps that had
been vacated by American troops. This was far more practical than having to
establish and maintain camps in Europe. Of these prisoners, many were in need
of medical and dental care and were brought to centers such as Tullahoma. I was
placed in charge of the dental clinic and had to supervise it with German and
American dentists working side by side. After some initial difficulties, things
worked out very well.
A great many of the patients who came to the dental clinic needed more
than routine dental work. There were war injuries such as gunshot wounds or
fractures of the jaw. I remember especially one young German, 22 years old,
who had his lower jaw almost completely blown off. I still see his sad eyes
looking at me, asking:

"Why_did this happen to me? I have never harmed

anybody!• He was injured by a bomb that exploded while he was helping a
wounded soldier. It was a tragic case. His report stated that he was illegitimate,
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never knowing his father. His mother had committed suicide when he was 16
years old. I consulted with an orthopedic surgeon. After removal of some bone
fragments which were located in the soft tissue, I constructed an appliance to put
the two remaining parts of the jaw in place and prepare for a graft from a piece
of bone taken from the hip. I never saw the end results, as the prisoners were
shipped back to Germany after armistice was declared.
A prisoner told me: "The Americans have so many planes, flying day and
night over the camp. I can see that we can never win the war." Of course, he
did not know that there was an airfield nearby where the pilots were practicing
take-offs and landings.
Paul Schnyder, a friend ·of mine from Luzem, was one of the Swiss
representing the Red Cross that came from time to time to the camp to interview
the prisoners.

He told me about an incident in another prison camp.

An

elegantly dressed man arrived at the camp, asking to see the Colonel.

He

. introduced himself and said that he was the prisoner who had escaped a year ago.
He had gone to New York, had two different jobs, and liked America very much.
Now he heard that the prisoners were being shipped back and he did not want to
miss the boat. The Colonel was so impressed that he gave him only a mild
penalty. An American in that same situation as a prisoner in Germany would not
have gotten off so easily.
Among the prisoners were two German generals . . One of them became
my patient. He was always very pleasant and polite. I asked him once if he
knew Hitler. "Very well," he said, and then after a pause: "Man kann sagen
was man will, aber er war ein mutiger Mann." I made no comment. These two

Generals never saw their country again. Both must have been under extreme
stress. My patient died from a heart attack and the other committed suicide by
hanging himself.

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol31/iss2/6

16

Durrer: From Visiting Scholar to Immigrant: A Memoir

32
Besides translating for the American commanding officer to the German
officers, I was occasionally asked to be present when relatives visited the German
prisoners. This was a job that I did not particularly like, but it had to be done.
Usually I busied myself with reading, keeping an eye on the visitors. Once a
woman who was engaged in conversation with a German soldier suddenly
shouted, •mt1er, das -

loch!•

One morning, when I came out of my room, another door opened and
Colonel Ferenbough, Commanding Officer of the hospital, looked at his watch
and said: •1t is after seven. You are too late for breakfast." "What about you,
Colonel?• I answered. He then said, "I know. Well, we'll drive over to the
Officer's Club, and I invite you for breakfast there.• From our breakfast table
we admired a beautiful sunrise.

The Colonel said, •Here you are seeing a

beautiful spectacle, it looks as if you were home on the Rigi! • I told him that it
was just as dramatic, except that unfortunately the Alps were missing.
Once we were visited by two Swiss Army medical officers, delegates of
the International Red Cross, Major Walthart from Geneva and Captain Rubli from
Zurich.

As they walked into the dining room in uniform, I overheard a GI .

asking: •Who are they?" His friend replied: "I heard that they are two Swiss
prisoners." They inspected the hospital and had to observe and report to Geneva
concerning treatment of prisoner patients.

Our Commanding Officer, Col.

Ferenbough, was very impressed by the way they handled their job with
understanding and diplomacy. He remarked to me that if there were an Eighth
Wonder of the World, it would be the Swiss.
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Chile Con Came and Spaetili
Later, Colonel Ferenbough retired, to be replaced by Colonel
Chamberlain. Whe~. my Sergeant, a regular Army man, heard this, he made a
long face. Soon I understood what he meant and found him to be right. Colonel
Chamberlain was a difficult man and could be quite rough. As soon as he took
charge of the hospital, he gave an address to the American medical officers and
then to the Germans (which I had to translate). He already criticized and dictated
new directions in a very authoritarian manner. The spicy Mexican dish, chili con
came, was his favorite and from time to time he requested it. When that was on .
his menu, it was best to keep out of his way for the next two days because his
mood was terrible. The spicy food was not liked by his stomach ulcers.
One day I was called to Colonel Chamberlain's office to translate to a
German soldier who was classified by the German doctors as being neurotic and
very difficult. The Colonel told me that the man was uncooperative and now he
would be assigned to a special workshop.

"You tell him that if he does not

behave, I will tear his God-damned ass out and throw it in his face."

I

interpreted into German, "The Colonel will take very severe measures if you do
not behave." However, the Colonel understood enough German to know that I
had not translated his words literally. "Dammit, Durrer, I want this translated
word for word," he shouted. So I had to tell him, "Der Herr oberst will dass ich
wortlich ubersetze.

Folgendes hat er gesagt: · "Wenn Sie sich nicht richtig

aufflihren, werde ich Ihnen Ihren Gott verdammten Arsch ausreissen und ins
Gesicht schmeissen." The prisoner m~kly replied, "Ia, ich verstehe." As we
walked back to the dining room, the Colonel asked me: "What do you think of
that, Durrer?" When I replied that I thought it was a little rough, he said: "You
don't understand anything. I know how to handle these people."
Someone told me that he had overheard the Colonel say: "Durrer is one
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of the best men I have, but he is so damn stubborn, as the Swiss usually are."
This I took as a compliment. Once he confided in me that he thought the people
in Tullahoma are peculiar, they never had invited him anywhere. I later realized
the reason for this. He had been invited to give a speech and in the question and
answer period afterwards, he had been asked if there wasn't a great danger of
prisoners escaping since they had so few guards. "Oh," he said, "if they were
to escape and take one look at Tullahoma, they would come right back to the
camp."
A reporter of the local newspaper had interviewed me and this was
followed by an article in the paper with the headline:

"Former Swiss Heads

Dental Clinic at Camp Forrest." Soon afterwards I received a call from the
President of the Women's Club of Tullahoma. Would I be the speaker at their
annual meeting that included men? And was I accustomed to speaking? "Oh,
yes!" I answered, eager to be invited. When I arrived I was amazed at this well
attended meeting. The President of the club as well as the mayor of the town
came to greet me. In the background I saw an elaborate buffet supper set up.
My courage sank and I quickly retreated to the men's room. In my speech, I
gave a brief·history of Switzerland, pointing out the similarities in democratic
outlook of the Swiss and Americans, then told a few jokes. The speech was
received with great applause. This led to other local invitations. It was always
a nice change to get out of the camp and into different surroundings.
One of these invitations came from a Swiss couple, the Gretlers, who
owned a factory nearby. They often invited me to their home and, on some
Sundays, for a boat ride. As we drifted down the river, we enjoyed the beautiful
color display of autumn in Tennessee. We picnicked on the boat and at a certain
point were met by his employees, who took the boat back. Colonel Juchli often
visited the camp and I introduced him to the Gretlers. Inviting him for dinner,
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Mrs. Gretler asked him what he would like to eat. "Knoepfli," he said. Poor
Mrs. Gretler had never made that dish, but researched her cookbooks and came
up with a very good dinner, including "Knoepfli" (dumplings).
Some prisoners were also sent to help out on farms. One day, when it
was time_to go back to the camp, the sergeant who was to guard them was not
in sight. They finally located him in a bar. His condition did not inspire any
confidence. They took his loaded gun, drove back to the camp and delivered the
truck and gun. The military police were sent out to collect the sergeant.
One day when I was OD (officer of the day), which meant that I had to
stay in the camp for 24 hours to be available for any emergency, the surgeon OD
and I were attending a camp movie when an emergency call came in for him. A
sixteen-year-old girl had been brought in with severe gunshots of the abdomen.
She was barefooted, but with painted fingernails and lipstick. The wife of the
man with whom she was having an affair had shot her. This of course was not
an army-related injury, but since she was in critical condition, she had to be
accepted.

I watched with admiration the skill and patience with which the

surgeon sutured all the perforations in her intestines.

She survived and was

returned to the care of her concerned mother.
One group of prisoners that was obviously against the Hitler regime had
to be separated from the others, for their own protection. The Americans called
them the" Anti-Nazis". The Germans classified them as "Ueberleufer" (traitors).
They had been refused treatment by the German dentists and the American officer
in charge before me had thein treated by the Americans. When I was placed in
full charge of the clinic, I ordered the Germans to treat their own and threatened
to use severe measures if I were to hear of any abuse.

I never heard any

complaints.
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Great tension was created among the prisoners by an article in the local
paper with the headline: "Former Killers Tum into Protectors". The prisoners
thought they were making fishing nets, until they learned from the article that
these nets were used as camouflage. (Prisoners are not supposed to be assigned
to making anything for war use. However, it was rather questionable whether the

rule applied here.) The prisoners went on strike. The guards were reinforced,
food was withheld, and very soon the prisoners quieted down.
Through the prisoners' grapevine (they always seemed to know everything
going on before we did), I heard that we were to be visited by a General from the
Pentagon. His mission was to reduce our personnel. Actually 1 we were shortstaffed. How to convey that message to him? I called in the German officers and
explained my strategy. The clinic was to be closed on the afternoon before the
General was due and all hands ordered to have the clinic in shape for rigid
inspection. That evening, I went over to the clinic to see if everything was in
good order. To my surprise, the lights were still on in the clinic. German
soldiers and officers were still polishing and shining. The dental chairs were
pumped up high to polish the underneath parts.

That was German _

"Griindlichkeit". I hardly could imagine the American General crawling under
the chairs to look for dust. In order to impress the General, I had prisoners
sitting all along both sides of the corridor leading to the clinic.

My Staff

- Sergeant stood at the entrance and shouted "Attention• as the General appeared
and all the prisoners snapped to attention. The General was taken aback by such
a reception!

After introducing myself, I brought him to my office, where I

proceeded to tell him how glad I ·was that he had come so that he could see how
badly we needed more personnel. I showed him the figures on our production.
"General, you can see for yourself how many patients are waiting for treatment."
After a while, he confided in me that he was really here to transfer some of our
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staff, but he saw my situation and said that no changes would be made. My goal
was accomplished and I sent the soldiers who had posed as waiting patients back

to their duties.
1945 was an eventful year. President Roosevelt died on April 12. I still
recall the haunting melody of •Going Home• from Dvorak's New World

Symphony that was played over and over on the radio.

Truman became

President. In the same month Hitler committed suicide on April 30, and in May,
Germany and Italy surrendered. On August 6 and 9, atom bombs were dropped
over Hiroshima and Nagasaki, followed by surrender of the Japanese. The ·war
was over!
Colonel Juchli was ordered to Nuremberg for the trials in 1945-46. He
came back with interesting stories. As a physician and speaking German, he had
to examine many of the famous Nazi prisoners who were on trial. When he saw
Goering, he greeted him as •Herr Meier•. This was a reference to Goering's
boast about the Luftwaffe: •If any enemy plane reaches the Ruhr, my name is
Meier.• Juchli found him very jovial and only by constantly reminding himself
of Goering's atrocities was he able to keep from liking him. "The trials are a
waste of time and money. If the roles had been reversed, you would be executed
the next day,• Goering said. Well, he escaped the execution by committing
suicide.
Hess, who had flown to England on his own to negotiate for peace, was
taken prisoner by the British.

At the trial, he claimed complete amnesia.

Colonel Juchli refuted this. How could he, a general physician, make such a
claim when a French and British psychiatrist both had confirmed the amnesia?
•1 have the advantage of knowing the language, and having common sense.
Besides, I searched his cell and found his well hidden diary.• Hess later admitted
to faking amnesia. .
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Hallomn Hospital and Daytona Beach

For some time I had been feeling very tired and irritable. Finally, the
cause became apparent one morning when I looked in the mirror. The whites of
my eyes had turned yellow. Hepatitis! This kept me in the hospital for several
weeks. Back on duty, this illness had left me very weak and tired. "No alcohol,
no fat,' but lots of protein and sugar candies" were my diet recommendations.
While the rest of the staff were served the regular menu, I was frequently served
a nice juicy steak. Colonel Chamberlain, in his usual brusque manner, asked:
"Why the hell are you getting steak? There's not a damn thing wrong with you!"

In spite of the steaks, my symptoms persisted. The physician in charge of my
care, over the Colonel's objection, had me transferred to Halloran Hospital on
Staten Island for further evaluation.
Halloran was formerly a hospital for psychiatric patients, and was indeed
a dreary place. The windows were barred, and toilet seats had all been removed.
I arrived at night and was brought to a large ward of about 40 beds. A snoring
contest was in full swing.

By the light of a flashlight, a very pretty WAC

(Women's Auxiliary Corps) led me to my bed. I later found out that she was a
former Rockette in the Radio City Music Hall.
Infectious hepatitis was fairly new and unknown in America at that time.
I had probably become infected by a German prisoner patient. Many German
soldiers had brought it back from the Russian front. I was examined by a young
lieutenant, a medical doctor, who told me:

"I don't know much about this

illness. I think I'll send you back to duty." I told this to the patient in the bed
next to mine, who was a medical officer. He gave me good advice: "You know,
Gus, it's the squeaky wheel that gets the grease." Every morning he stood in
front of my bed and had me repeat all the symptoms of hepatitis. I could reel
these off so well that the doctors were convinced that I was not well enough to
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return to duty. I was sent to Daytona Beach, Florida, to a recuperation camp.
Indeed, quite a group of us was there, recovering from the same illness. We
were all called in together by a psychiatrist who was making a study of the
disease. Each of us, in tum, had similar complaints: tiredness and sluggishness.
Many were considered "gold bricks" (an Army expression for those whQ were
shirking their duty) because the medical profession had no experience with the
course of this illness.
Many learning opportunities were offered at the camp. Useful courses
were given and many lecturers visited the camp. Besides that, we had facilities
for exercise, and of course, there was the beautiful beach. About two months
after I arrived, the camp was to be closed.

r was given the choice of being

transferred to another camp for full recuperation or being discharged. Being
already tired of the lazy life, r decided to ask for discharge, volunteering for the
Reserves, where I was promoted to the rank of Major.
I had ·nothing heroic to show for the three and one half years in the Army
-- only a little red ribbon which decorated my uniform. This was a meritorious
award which was given for excellency to everyone who served in the hospital in
Tullahoma. The time had not been lost. I had gained a great deal of experience
professionally as well as in human relations. The people I had met in Service
came from all parts of the country. Through them, I saw a cross-section of
America.

Civilian Life Revisited
Once more I was at a crossroad. Where to start my practice? Whenever
I met a Texan in service, it didn't take long before he was advising me, with a
strong pat on the back: •You must come to ~ur wonderful state to practice." On
the other hand, when I first came to New York, a Swiss dentist practicing there
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advised me: "Don't start your practice in New York City. You'll starve. Go
to some small town, join the church, meet and marry a rich girl." I had assured
him then that I had no intention of staying in America, much less of practicing
in New York. He .then repeated: "But, just in case you would stay, I warn you."
Now, ignoring this advice as well as that of the Texan's, I decided to return to
New York and reopen my private practice there.
Although office space was difficult to obtain at that time, I was fortunate
to be able to rent a small room at Rockefeller Center. I started with some of the
patients I had before entering the service and soon developed a busy practice.
When larger office space became available, I was joined by Dr. Jules
Vuilleumier, a Swiss dentist also practicing in New York.

The years we

practiced together were very happy for both of us. We had a very congenial
relationship, professionally as well as personally. He often spoke of the old time
New York that he knew when he first came in the early 1900's.
My patients came from all walks of life: from the business world and
professional fields, and there were diplomats, secretaries, housewives, and people
in the field of music, theater and art. Each one has left some impression which
has greatly enriched my life. Besides my private practice, I was on the staff at
Columbia University and later New York University and the State University of
New York at Stony Brook. Also, I lectured and gave courses in Europe, Japan,
Egypt and other parts of the world. All these were opportunities for broadening
my experiences.
One of my patients was the well-known Swiss engineer, Dr. Othmar
Ammann. He came to my office in need of some bridges himself. When I
explained the reconstruction needed, he responded: "I see that we have similar
problems in our work." "Yes, Dr. Ammann," I said, "~y bridges also have to
carry a lot of traffic, but your designs may be seen and admired; mine must

Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 1995

25

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 31 [1995], No. 2, Art. 6

41

appear like the work of nature." I met his daughter and my life took another new
tum. With our marriage, I left my bachelor days behind, becoming a happily
married man.

So the crossroads and roadblocks that presented themselves from that day

in 1939, when I first sailed into the harbor of New York, led to years of rich
experiences and fulfillment. Like so many Swiss who came "for a year," I stayed
for a lifetime. Although I am living in the United States, I remain in close touch
with my homeland. Almost every year I return to Switzerland to visit friends,
relatives and the beauty of the country that gave me my education and my
heritage.
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